Eastern European Studies at Baylor University. Some of the interviews were conducted in Czech, others in English; most of them took place in Prague, the remainder in Berlin.
Worth noting is Professor Long's observation in the book's introduction that in the Czech Republic oral history is neither well known nor understood but that the interviewees were enthusiastic about participating in the project and pleased that a foreigner was interested in this important phase of their history.
The eleven individuals interviewed-journalists, scientists, historians, philosophers and novelists-comprise an outstanding and inspiring group of individuals, both men and women, who quite modestly and matter-of-factly recounted their harrowing experiences in actively resisting the Communist government that ruled Czechoslovakia from 1948 until 1989. Their resistance was indeed heroic: they were made to suffer for their efforts to bring an end to a political system that attempted to control every dimension of life.
Their suffering included harassment, arrest, imprisonment, loss of professional employment, and social alienation. Scientists and university teachers found that the career path for dissenters fortunate enough not to go to prison was to work stoking furnaces, cleaning toilets and other menial jobs. Others spent years in prison: One of the interviewees, Peter Uhl, spent a total of nine years in prison from two separate arrests 1 between 1969 and 1984. His wife was also imprisoned. Particularly significant in respect to the character and capabilities of these dissenters is the fact that after the Velvet Revolution in 1989, many of them went on to play important political roles in helping their society to make the transition from Communism to a democratic society.
The period that Professor Long focuses on primarily in the interviews is the time that began with the "Prague Spring" in 1968 and ended with the collapse of Soviet rule in the central and eastern European satellite states in 1989. In order to help the reader appreciate and understand his historically-oriented conversations with the dissidents, the first chapter of the book is a short but quite helpful twenty-year history of the activities of the political opposition that culminated in fall of communism in Czechoslovakia.
In the 1970s and 1980s a multifaceted underground movement emerged that featured, most prominently, the "Plastic People of the Universe," a counter-culture, avant-garde rock and jazz music movement that scorned the cultural status quo that was ruthlessly protected by the regime. The prosecution by the regime of members of the Plastic People led to the establishment by Czech dissidents of Charter 77, headed by the future President, Vaclav Hável. Charter 77 turned out to be a landmark initiative to defend human rights, particularly freedom of expression. These Czech dissidents were also heavily involved in the formation and activities of VON, a Czech acronym for the Committee for the Defense of the Unjustly Prosecuted formed in 1978 to assist individuals facing prosecution for trumped up and phony crimes. Also, these dissidents helped to organize and run the Flying University, an underground university that gave the talented and educated people shut out of the educational system because of their political views an opportunity to participate in the life of the mind. Stephen Paul Foster Wright State University
